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FOREWORD

I This special CHECO report, The Defense of Dak Seang, is one of a

series of such reports devoted to operations associated with the defense

of isolated Special Forces/Civilian Irregular Defense Group (SF/CIDG)

camps in South Vietnam. Previous CHECO reports examined the defense of

such camps at Plei Me in 1965, A Shau in 1966, Dak To in 1967, Khe Sanh

mSand Kham Duc in 1968, and Ben Het in 1969. The defense of all these camps

emphasized one central theme--the paramount role of airpower. Even when

the camps fell, as happened at A Shau and Kham Duc, it was airpower which

made successful evacuations possible. The successful defense of Dak Seang,

in April and May 1970, also attested to the primacy of air support. In

5_ the words of Lieutenant General A. S. Collins, Jr., the Commanding General

of the First Field Force Vietnam, "It (air support) has been superb and

decisive in the defense of Dak Seang."

I The body of this report is divided into four chapters. Chapter I is

a broad introduction which discusses general information relative to the

Dak Seang operation. Chapter II examines the five phases of the defense of

Dak Seang from I April through 9 May 1970. Chapter III explores the

aerial resupply effort at Dak Seang, a significant contribution in itself.

__ Chapter IV serves as a summary to the report. In addition, there is an

epilogue which, in effect, notes the passing of the CIDG camps as original-

ly conceived.

|,



1K. NLASS-WtIEb1m CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Background

IIn February and March 1970, intelligence sources began to report

increased enemy activity in the tri-border base area. There also were

indications of an impending country-wide enemy offensive in the Republic.- 2/
of Vietnam (RVN) Agent reports and sensor readouts revealed continuous

enemy movement into and around Kontum Province in the Second Corps Tactical5 Zone (CTZ) where Dak Seang was located. Furthermore, prisoner of war (PW)

interrogation reports and captured documents frequently mentioned Kontum

City, Dak To and Ben Het (see Figure 1) as probable targets for attack,

-- but Dak Seang itself was never mentioned in such reports.

5 When,on 31 March, the enemy launched a coordinated offensive throughout

the RVN, his actions were not, then, a complete surprise. In the II CTZ

Ithere were attacks by fire against most major installations, and it was at
first feared that another 1968 Tet type offensive was underway. However,

Iit soon became clear that the enemy was not trying to take and hold any
positions, but rather he was engaged in typical hit and run guerrilla- 4/
tactics. The one exception seemed to be at Camp Dak Seang which, at

1 0645 hours on 1 April, received heavy attacks by fire in conjunction with5/
probes by enemy infantry who were close to the camp perimeter.- Later
that same day, intelligence revealed that the 28th North Vietnamese Amy

(NVA) Regiment was located three kilometers north of the camp. At first

I UMP.ASIFIEDI, I lrl,
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it was felt that the Dak Seang operation might just be a diversionary

attack for some other major objective. But as the days passed with no j
let up in the intensity of the attacks and when another NVA regiment

was discovered south of the camp, it was obvious that Dak Seang was 1
definitely under siege. Then, on 7 April, a PW report revealed that the

mission of the 28th NVA Regiment was to overrun and occupy the Dak Seang I
Camp. Apparently the enemy wanted to reduce the image of the RVN govern-

ment by demonstrating the inability of government forces to protect camps

and villages in the Dak To District.

Surprise at Dak Seang j
As already noted, the opening of the enemy's "Summer Campaign" on

31 March was not unexpected. However, he certainly gained tactical surprise 5
7/

at Dak Seang when he infiltrated into that area with no initial opposition.

Evidence of this surprise was shown in the following incident. -

On the afternoon of 31 March a C-7 Caribou left Pleiku Air Base with a I
cargo of food for the camp at Dak Seang. At that time normal airland opera-

tions were still in progress, and the C-7 landed and offloaded its cargo

without incident. The C-7 was then loaded with about 100 rounds of 105mm 1
shells to be taken to Pleiku for reshipment to another camp with a greater

need for the ammunition. Ironically, within less than twenty-four hours I
Dak Seang found itself in desperate need of all kinds of supplies, includ-

ing ammunition, as the enemy siege began.

2
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i The Terrain UK ED
The Dak Seang Camp is located in northwestern Kontum Province

about sixty-five kilometers northwest of Kontum City and sixteen kilo-

1 meters north-northeast of Ben Het. Situated in the Dak Poko River valley,

the camp lies about two kilometers west of the river and is surrounded by

rolling terrain which rises to about 2200 feet mean sea level (MSL).1 The

terrain farther to the east and west of the camp is much more rugged with
parallel mountain ridges reaching heights of 5700 feet MSL. Most of the

i terrain throughout this area has heavy forests which have single, double,

and triple canopies with moderate underbrush that restricts aerial observa-

3 tion and makes ground maneuvering difficult.

I During April and May the enemy made good use of the terrain around

Dak Seang. His lines of communication (LOC) were well concealed, and,

Ialthough ground maneuvering was difficult, he was able to move his troops
and supplies into the battle area. Fortifications such as bunkers and

foxholes built along these LOCs provided good cover from friendly tactical

air and artillery. Within the battle area itself he also made use of well

constructed bunkers for protection against friendly firepower. In placing

I his antiaircraft weapons he took advantage of the terrain and located

Ithem so that he could direct maximum fire against air corridors which,

because of the topography, were obvious. And as the operation progressed,

3. it was clear that his observation positions were well chosen so as to

provide the best possible surveillance of friendly positions.

3
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The Decision to Hold Dak SeaI

One may wonder why the decision was made to hold Dak Seang against

the determined enemy attack, and while there was perhaps no simple answer

to that question, certain observations could be made. In the first place, j
the mission of CIDG Camps was to conduct border surveillance operations,

collect intelligence, interdict enemy supply routes and LOCs, and expand !

the Government of South Vietnam (GVN) control in remote areas of the

country where such control was limited or nonexistent. All aspects of

this mission were indispensable in guerrilla war, and, of course, whenever j
,any CIDG camp fell it was a serious blow to the GVN. The fall of such a

camp could have serious repercussions by undermining the faith of the I
people in the central governent. Additionally, in the particular case

of Dak Seang, it was situated astride a vital infiltration route from £
Laos. Together with Ben Het (the target of a similar attack about a year

before) it was essential in blocking approaches to the whole Dak To, Tanh

Canh, Tu Mrong valley area. Finally, Dak Seang, like all CIDG camps, .

also was designed to entice the enemy to mass for an attack. When thus

"fixed," the enemy was then quite vulnerable to devastating firepower I
from tac air. Viewed in this perspective, the Dak Seang operation was a

very expensive one for the enemy as this report later shows. In any event,

the decision to hold was made. In support of this decision, the 7AF

position simply stated was, "Dak Seang will not fall." Sufficient tac

air was to be used to keep the camp from falling. L

I

I
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I CHAPTER II

-- THE CAMPAIGN

The command headquarters in charge of the operation to relieve theI siege of Dak Seang was the 24th Special Tactical Zone (STZ) of the Army

Iof the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN). To provide relief for the camp,

elements of the 24 STZ planned to conduct search and clear operations in

I five phases. Phase I, from 1 April - 7 April, called for the 24 STZ to

attack from the south in order to seize the high ground on the east and

west of Camp Dak Seang. Phase II, from 8 April - 14 April, required the

i24 STZ to conduct search and clear operations in the vicinity of the camp.
From 15 April - 28 April, during Phase III, the 24 STZ was to attack in

I order to seize the high ground north of Dak Seang. In Phase IV, from

_- 29 April - 6 May, the 24 STZ was to conduct additional search and clear

operations in the vicinity of the camp. Phase V, from 7 May - 9 May,

Idirected that elements of the 22d ARVN Division provide cover for the
retirement of the ARVN forces in the vicinity of Camp Dak 

Seang.6

IPhase I: 1 April - 7 April

The situation around Dak Seang on 1 April was gloomy. A large enemy

force had surrounded the camp and attacks by fire were heavy and continuous.

INormal supply channels to the camp by airlanded operations or by truck
convoy on Highway 14 were out of the question, and the camp had been cut

off from its only source of water, the Dak Poko River. Among the approxi-

-- mately 550 defenders, four U.S. advisors and six Vietnamese were wounded,

IWSAKREDI WU..L i#



a U.S. team house was destroyed, communication facilities were partially.18/
destroyed, and the tactical operations center was damaged.- It was j
obvious that a successful defense of the camp would depend largely on

USAF/VNAF forces meeting a dual mission. First, air resources had to 1
provide the tactical air firepower to keep the enemy from overrunning the

camp. Second, aerial resupply (discussed in Chapter III) had to provide

the camp defenders with the necessary supplies to continue their defense. _

During daylight hours on 1 April, twenty USAF tac air sorties struck enemy

bunkers around the perimeter of the camp*, and that night the first three

AC-119 (Shadow) gunships were scheduled to provide security during the hours19/ 1
of darkness.-L

On 2 April, the 24 STZ began to insert forces at Fire Support Base m

(FSB) Tango in order to provide support for the camp. Elements from an ARVN

infantry battalion and two artillery battalions were inserted at Tango.

At the same time another infantry battalion was moved from Kontum to Tan

Canh. Throughout the day, Dak Seang continued to receive heavy attacks

as the enemy attempted to penetrate the wire perimeter. These ground m

attacks, like many that followed in subsequent days, were repulsed by tac

air. The II DASC Senior Fighter Duty Officer arranged for "Daisy Chains"

of fighter aircraft, -and forty-four sorties were flown in support that day .

as the fighters strafed with 20mm cannon and dropped napalm on the

* For a recapitulation of the tac air support provided Dak Seang during
April and May, see Appendix I.
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attackers. On 3 April, the volume of indirect fire lessened somewhat;

but the volume of small arms fire, direct fire weapons, and ground to air

fire increased sharply. The infantry at FSB Tango closed with an enemy

3 squad with light casualties on both sides. The 24 STZ inserted more troops

to continue its plan of relieving pressure on the camp with a Ranger Bat-

I talion and elements of the 1st Mobile Strike Force (MSF) being placed in22/
positions south of the camp. It was also on this date that it became

known definitely that the enemy was composed of the 28th and 40th NVA

I Regiments. Tac air support missions rose again on the third of April with

sixty-seven fighter, four gunship, and six B-52 (Arc Light) sorties* being
23/

flown in support.

m The remainder of the first week of April saw ARVN forces attempting to

capture the high ground to the west and east of the camp in accordance with

Ithe plans for Phase I. However, the units engaged in these operations, two
ranger battalions on the west and an infantry battalion on the east, met

extremely heavy resistance and became bogged down. At one point, one of

m the ranger battalions was completely surrounded by the enemy, and it was

only through the timely application of tac air that the unit was saved.

IIndeed, as the ARVN commander continued to insert more and more friendly
troops into various positions around Dak Seang, the number of troops-in-

contact (TIC) situations increased and so did the amount of air support

U
* For a summary of Arc Light bombing patterns, see Appendix II.
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that was needed. The amount of such support increased each day from the

Ist to the 7th of April, and on the latter date 147 fighter sorties, five

gunship, and six Arc Light sorties were flown. These 158 sorties marked

the high point for one day's support. Throughout this time the camp was

under continuous enemy pressure, and frequently the fighter and gunship

sorties hit the enemy when he was in the very wire of the camp. But the

enemy was never able to penetrate the inner perimeter of the camp. One £
of the first indications of the heavy toll that tac air was imposing on

the enemy came on the morning of 8 April when 222 NVA dead* were counted

in the wire of the camp.

Phase II: 8 April - 14 April

On 8 April, the units which were to have captured the high ground to 5
the east and west were still encountering determined opposition, and addi-

tional units had been inserted south of the camp but closer to it. Two of

these units, the 4th MSF Battalion and the 1st MSF Battalion, were to

push to the northeast and northwest respectively, and they both moved to

within 900 meters of th.e camp. Tac air was employed extensively in the 3
overall operation with 134 fighter sorties on this day, but Camp Dak Seang

26/
itself was fairly quiet.-

The days 9, 10, and 11 April were marked by standoff attacks at

various locations, TICs at others, and continued clearing operations by the

* For a summary of bomb damage assessment, see Appendix III.
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1st and 4th MSFs. Pressure to the east and west of the camp had now been

greatly reduced, and a unit was inserted north of the camp to ease pressure

from that quarter. 
--

m
The 12th of April saw the opening of an action which was almost an

I- operation itself within the Dak Seang operation. On the 12th, the Dak Pek

CIDG camp reported that they were taking mortar rounds, gas, and a sapper

attack. The camp, built, on a series of small hills, was partially overrun

and forces were inserted to assist the defenders. This action at Dak Pek,

mmof course, represented another consumer of tac air-resources. A total of

I- fifty-four air strikes were flown in support of Dak Pek on 12 April while

Dak Seang received sixty-four sorties.* Unfortunately, the enemy had

1. seized the highest ground in the vicinity of Dak Pek, and action for the

I- next few days there concerned attempts by the ARVN to recapture the high

ground. Once this hill was retaken on 14 April, the friendly position
" 28/3 was much improved, and the need for tac air at Dak Pek decreased.

The most significant action at Dak Seang on the 13th and 14th of April

consisted of two ground attacks. One attack against the camp itself start-

I ed at 1230 on the 13th. The other engagement took place between ARVN

troops to the northeast of the camp and enemy forces which were locatedi 29/

between the camp and the friendlies. With the help of tac air these

i1 * From 12 April to 8 May 379 tac air sorties were flown in support of
Dak Pek, with most of these sorties being flown during the first week of
action at that camp. For a recapitulation of the tac air support provided
Dak Pek, see Appendix IV.
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attacks were repulsed, and the 14th saw a considerable decrease in enemy I
pressure, enabling allied forces to move much more freely. m

Phase 1I1: 15 April - 28 April

The objective of this phase was to gain control of the high ground

north of Dak Seang, in particular FSB 31, a dominant piece of terrain on

Nui Ek Mountain three kilometers due north of Dak Seang. Most of the

heaviest fighting throughout this phase involved friendly units engaged 3
in operations around Nui Ek. It was not until 25 April that a successful

combat assault finally captured the FSB on the mountain. Once Nul Ek and

the high ground to the north of Dak Seang were taken, however, activity

in the Dak Seang campaign decreased notably until the campaign was closed.

Some of the more significant engagement of this phase are described below. 3
On 15 April a combat assault of ARVN forces was attempted on Nui Ek 5

Mountain. The first four helicopters in the assault received extremely'

heavy fire, which downed one chopper and forced the other three to abort. m

The Army was unable to extract the survivors of the crash, but an Air Force g
task force finally-did make a successful .rescue but-only after losing

31/
another helicopter in the attempt. 3

On 16 April, it was decided to insert the 3rd ARVN Battalion of the

42nd Infantry Regiment into a secure area one kilometer east of Dak Seang.

This unit was then to attack to the north towards the FSB on the mountain.

On the 17th the battalion made contact with enemy forces two kilometers
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I northeast of the camp and sustained light casualties, and on the 18th as

5- they attempted to continue to the north they met increased enemy resistance.

m The 20th of April was characterized by standoff attacks directed

against the various elements of the 42nd Regiment and the fire support

Um bases. During the night, the Ist Battalion of this regiment received heavy

attacks on its position just to the northeast of Dak Seang -- attacks which

l used flares, mortars, and B-40* fire as well as ground probes. Shadow

(AC-119G) and Stinger (AC-119K) gunships were used for support throughout

the night, and at dawn tac air was called in and the enemy's attacks were

repulsed. April 21 and 22 followed a similar pattern with frequent attacks

by fire, sporadic shellings and ground probes against positions throughout

mm the area and continued heavy pressure on the lst and 3rd Battalions in

their attempts to move to the north. In fact, the Ist Battalion had

suffered so many casualties by the 23rd of April, it was ordered to with-

I draw to Camp Dak Seang. Its withdrawal resulted in the enemy increasing

his pressure on the 3rd Battalion, and on 24 April it was therefore decided

3- to insert the 2nd Battalion on a combat assault on the fire support base

atop Nul Ek. Throughout all these enemy attacks and friendly assaults; gun-

m1 ships, tac air and Arc Light sorties provided invaluable support to the
23/

1 ARVN.

* RPG-2 Recoilless antitank launcher type weapon.
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On the 25th the insertion at Nui Ek was completed, and, with the

help of tac air, the friendlies were able to stay in the area. The 3rd

Battalion then began to move back to the south towards Dak Seang, and on

April 26 they set up just outside the CIDG camp while awaiting extraction

on the 27th. Contacts throughout the day of the 27th were very light, and

by 1345 hours the extraction of the 3rd Battalion was completed. At the -

same time, two ARVN battalions of the 45th Regiment started moving north

toward Dak Seang. The 28th saw relatively light action with standoff attacks

for the most part against friendly positions around the camp. Additional I
troops were inserted at Nui Ek to increase the security of this high ground

to the north, thus completing Phase III.

Phase IV: 29 April - 6 May

April 29 was a continuation of the lull of the previous two days.

Ground action for the day was limited to the two battalions (the 2nd and

the 4th) of the 45th Regiment. The 2nd Battalion had a TIC one kilometer

northeast of Dak Seang in which they employed artillery, mortars, and

tactical air. The 4th Battalion, less than one kilometer away, encountered 3
heavy resistance; and, following an unsuccessful assault on the enemy, they

were forced to withdraw and call in more artillery and air strikes. These I
contacts of the 29th continued on the 30th which also saw artillery and

tactical air in supporting roles. The plan of operation for I May was to

employ tac air on the area where the 4/45 Battalion had had the contact the 3
day before, followed by a sweep of the area. The only other ground action

that took place was far to the south in an area southeast 
of Ben Het.
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The 2nd of May found the 45th Regiment engaged with the enemy in what

' was believed to be a delaying action. The 2/45 Battalion was in contact

with an estimated company size unit two kilometers north of Dak Seang on the

I lower slopes of Nui Ek Mountain. After about two hours of heavy fighting,

the 2/45 Battalion withdrew 100 meters to allow gunships, tactical air,

Eartillery, and mortars to pound the fleeing enemy. Little further activity

Itook place on 2 May and 3 May. The 2/45 Battalion made a sweep of their

area on the 3rd but found no enemy. On the same day the enemy did, however,

5 initiate contacts in the Dak Pek area as a diversionary tactic to cover

his withdrawal. Activity continued to decrease on 4 and 5 May, and on

I 6 May there was only one standoff attack reported. ARVN activity on the

6th was, for the most part, devoted to-searching the area for friendly

bodies that had been left on the battlefields in previous engagements.36/

S Phase V: 7 May - 9 May

3 Like the previous few days, there was little activity on 7 May and the

enemy continued to withdraw from the Dak Seang area. Sweep operations were

I continued in the vicinity of FSB31 on Nui Ek, and there was some contact

with small enemy units. On 8 May friendly forces devoted most of their

time to troop movements and exchanges whereby units which had seen the

3 heaviest fighting were relieved by fresh troops. Then, too, there were

extractions of units back to their base camps as they were no longer needed
37/

in the campaign which was drawing to a close.-
The end of the campaign on 9 May, like so many in Vietnam, was not

I marked by the dramatic surrender of any enemy force. Instead, activity
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at Dak Seang had simply decreased in intensity after sufficient friendly

troops had been committed and were able to drive the enemy from his bunkers. j
The primary objective of the campaign had been to hold the camp, and that

objective was accomplished. In addition, the enemy had been hurt as the 3
28th and 40th NVA Regiments had suffered heavy casualties. Thus, the

enemy's offensive capability in northern II Corps had been diminished. U.S. 1
Army officials believed that the Dak Seang Camp most certainly would have

been overrun within the first seventy-two hours had it not been for the

effectiveness of tac air. The majority of the enemy who were killed in -

action were killed by U.S. tactical airpower, and it was apparent onc(

again that the key to successful defenses of positions like Dak Seang lay I
38/

in such airpower. 5
Lessons Learned

Command and Control Aircraft: The use of Command and Control (CC)

aircraft to coordinate many fighter aircraft and insure a safe airspace m

was not a new idea, but at Dak Seang there were further refinements ir. t h'

::uhnique. Large numbers of sorties (up to 100 and above) were striking

each day in a very small, congested area. As noted earlier, Dak Seang

was located in a valley, and most of the fighting took place in this I
valley less than 5000 meters in diameter as attempts were made to relieve i
•.:r besieged camp. A CC aircraft was absolutely essential. As employed,

v.ach CC aircraft carried two pilots, one to fly the aircraft and the other I
to transmit instructions to the fighters as they arrived on the scene. When

the fighters came into the area, the CC aircraft assigned them to a specific 1
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forward air controller (FAC) and radio frequency. On occasion there were

E as many as five FACs directing tac air strikes at the same time. If any

delays were necessary, the CC aircraft assigned holding altitudes. The

CC pilots were also the on-the-scene evaluators of a constantly changing

tactical situation, and they requested increases or decreases in the

Iamount of tac air depending on that situation. Then, too, the Command

I and Control FACs also had lists of cleared preplanned targets to which

they could assign fighters if the tactical situation prevented strikes

3against primary targets. In short, effective control of tac air in the
m 39/

Dak Seang Campaign would have been impossible without CC aircraft.

Surprise Package: An AC-130 gunship equipped with 40mm cannon and

m sophisticated electronic equipment (the Surprise Package) was used on

several occasions during the campaign. Designed primarily for an inter-

I diction role of truck killing, this type of gunship also proved effective

Iagainst enenLy positions around Dak Seang. Indeed, the FACs and the people

on the ground who saw the aircraft in action could not say enough in praise

jl of its accurate firepower. As one FAC put it, the AC-130's accuracy was

"amazing."

X-Band Beacon and Infrared Fabric: When the Dak Seang Campaign opened,

mm the AC-119K Stinger offset firing system was awaiting operational approval.

It was the feeling within 7AF that if Dak Seang were to receive a night

I attack in bad weather, it would probably fall without tac air and gunships

I for support. Consequently, 7AF approved the use of the offset firing

system for emergency use at Dak Seang. Using this system, the Stinger
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would lock on a source of radiaton, it?i/r'from an X-Band beacon or a

strip of infrared (IR) material. A computer on board the aircraft would

then direct the Stinger's guns against a target at a position offset from

the known position of the emitted signal. Both the IR material and the 1

X-Band beacon worked well in supporting a strike on 17 April eight kilo-

meters south of Ben Het, and shortly thereafter the required equipment_1

and instructions for the system were airdropped to Dak Seang. However, £
the camp was never actually defended by the use of this technique--the

41/
offset firing system was not sufficiently understood by the CIDG personnel -

VNAF/USAF Coordination: Lack of coordination between the VNAF and

the USAF was a constant problem throughout the Dak Seang Campaign. Fre-

quently the VNAF FACs would arrive in the congested battle area and 5
proceed to direct their fighters against the enemy with insufficient

coordination with the USAF FACs. To make matters worse, it was sometimes I
impossible to talk to the VNAF FACs in the air either because of unreliable

communications equipment in their aircraft or incompatible frequencies.*

Whenever possible, however, the VNAF FACs were supposed to check in with j
the USAF CC aircraft in the area. Some of them did work this way, and

coordination with them was no problem, but unfortunately there were some

VNAF FACs in the 62nd Wing who simply would not fully cooperate with the

CC aircraft.

* Prior to Dak Seang, requests had been made for new communications

equipment for VNAF aircraft, but as of the writing of this report the I
problem had not been solved.
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